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Perils of the Wind

 


It takes a special breed of
man to survive in the wilds of the American frontier. A man like
Nate King has the courage, the strength and the skills he needs to
endure the hardships of the magnificent Rockies. But the four
cutthroats who heard about Nate paying for provisions with gold
don’t plan to make it on their own. They figure they can get Nate’s
gold for themselves. When they kidnap Nate’s younger daughter they
think they’ve struck it rich. They don’t know Nate very well. They
don’t know that he’ll do anything to protect his family. But what
Nate doesn’t know is that his little girl escaped on her own…and
now has to face the dangers of the Rockies alone and
unarmed.

 


Mountain Man

 


Faith was the key. A person
must always have faith. Rosemary Spencer had it to spare. She had
faith in her husband, Bert. Faith in his decision to uproot their
family and trek overland more than a thousand miles to the Promised
Land, or Oregon Country, as it was known. She had faith in their
children, fifteen-year-old Sam and nine-year-old Eddy, faith they
were mature enough to endure without complaint the hardships they
would encounter. She had faith in their team of oxen, in the
plodding, steadfast, tireless brutes on whom their lives depended.
She had faith in the new Conestoga the oxen were pulling, in its
sturdy construction and reliability. But most of all, Rosemary had
faith in their Maker. God Almighty would see them through to
Oregon, would see to it they reached their homestead in the
Willamette Valley with their scalps and hides intact. Their wagon
train was two and a half weeks out of Fort Leavenworth, paralleling
the sluggish Platte River.
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WILDERNESS 37:

PERILS OF THE WIND


Foreword

Enjoyed by
millions, Wilderness is the longest-running Mountain Man series published today,
an exciting saga that chronicles the adventures of the King family
and their close friends. The Kings had a cabin high in the Rockies,
in an area now occupied by Estes Park, Colorado, long before the
tide of settlers arrived. They were one of the first to brave the
untamed frontier, and their struggles and heartbreaks make for
stirring entertainment.

The book you hold in your hands, like all
those before it, is based on the journals of trapper Nate King.
Many of his entries are quite detailed and require little
embellishment. Others are no more than hastily scribbled notes. The
latter applies to the story you are about to read. In his journal
entry Nate King wrote: “My daughter and the other girl have been
taken. We are off after them at first light, and may the Almighty
look with mercy on those who are to blame because I sure as hell
will not. “

Fortunately, the author was able to locate a
secondary source. It will be detailed at the end of the
narrative.


 


 


One

Evelyn King was only eleven, but she was old
enough to know that when the forest fell suddenly quiet, it was a
bad sign. Her father, Nate, had taught her much wood lore; her
Shoshone mother, Winona, had added to her store. So when all the
birds in her vicinity stopped chirping and a red squirrel in a
nearby pine abruptly stopped chattering, she gripped the arm of her
companion, put a finger to the girl’s lips, and whispered, “Don’t
make any noise, Melissa. Something’s not right.”

Melissa Braddock glanced around in
confusion. She was almost three years younger and four inches
shorter. Her fine sandy hair, clipped short at the shoulders, was
only a few shades lighter than the faded brown homespun dress she
wore. “What do you mean?” she blurted, louder than she should.

Evelyn had to remember to be patient with
her new friend. As her mother had pointed out a few days earlier,
Melissa hadn’t spent her entire life in the wilderness, as she had.
Nor had Melissa ever lived among Indians, as the Kings did every
year during their annual get-together with the Shoshones. She was,
as Evelyn’s father put it, a “babe in the woods.”

“Hush!” Evelyn whispered.
“Hunker and listen.” Pulling Melissa down beside her, she cocked
her head from side to side. It was a trick her pa had taught her
for detecting faint sounds.

“What’s out there?”
Melissa softly asked. Fear had crept into her face, and she looked
like a scared rabbit set to bolt.

“I don’t know yet.” Evelyn
was glad they were in high weeds. Her green dress, which was almost
the same hue as the green eyes she had inherited from her father,
blended in perfectly. Absently swiping at a stray bang of her raven
hair, she turned into the breeze.

“Maybe we should run for
it,” Melissa suggested.

“Will you
please be quiet,” Evelyn
said. The smaller girl didn’t seem to realize the potential danger.
The wilderness was filled with grizzlies and mountain lions and
other hungry beasts, and while her pa had exterminated all the
meat-eaters in their valley, from time to time new ones drifted in.
Then there were hostiles to worry about, the Bloods and Piegans and
Blackfeet and others who delighted in counting coup and taking
scalps.

Melissa didn’t know how to do as she was
told. “Why don’t we run for the cabin?” she insisted.

Evelyn shook her head. They were halfway
around the lake and had a lot of open ground to cover. If something
or someone was out there, they wouldn’t get far. She strained her
ears but heard nothing to explain the unnatural quiet.

“At least you have your
gun,” the chatterbox said.

Evelyn didn’t say anything. Her small rifle,
custom-built by friends of her pa’s, the Hawken brothers in St.
Louis, was only .31-caliber. For dropping small game it was just
dandy, but it wouldn’t stop the likes of a griz.

Another minute of awful stillness went by.
Melissa fidgeted and gnawed on her lower lip, as nervous as a
chipmunk when a bobcat was abroad. “Are we going to squat here all
day?” she whispered.

“Be patient.” Evelyn had
learned long ago that a person could never be too careful. In her
eleven years she had seen a lot of people die, whites and Indians
alike. Some had died in battle, some had been victims of disease. A
few had passed on of old age. And then there were the dozens slain
by wild beasts, her least favorite way to die.

Some were indelibly impressed on Evelyn’s
mind. There was the Shoshone who had been gored by a bull buffalo,
for instance. It had been during the Heat Moon, the month of July,
when vast herds filled the prairies. A dozen warriors had gone on a
surround, and Laughs Loud, a kindly man who once gave her some
honey to eat, was thrown from his horse when it stepped into a
prairie dog hole. Before he could climb back on, a bull charged,
hooked a horn in his belly, and ripped him wide open. Laughs Loud
had been brought back to the village on a travois and somehow lived
until sunset.

Evelyn remembered standing there, staring at
a spreading dark stain on the blanket someone had covered him with.
At one point, Laughs Loud’s wife had lifted the blanket to vainly
apply a poultice, and Evelyn had glimpsed jagged rib bones laid
bare and his intestines slowly oozing from his abdomen.

The worst, though, had been a white man
mauled by a silvertip. Palmer was his name, and he had been off
picking berries when he spooked a cub. Its mother came roaring out
of the underbrush and proceeded to bite and tear at him in a
frenzy. He was clinging to life by a thread when he was brought to
the rendezvous site. Her father had gone over to see what the
ruckus was about and she had innocently tagged along, never
dreaming what she would find.

Palmer was a ruin. Half his face was
missing. The rest had been partially caved in by a mighty blow, and
his eyeball had popped out and was dangling over his ravaged
cheek.

Whole chunks of flesh had been shredded from
his body. His right shoulder, right arm, and right thigh were
exposed down to the bone. His left arm had been mangled, his left
leg half bitten off. Blood sprayed from a gash in his throat every
time he breathed. He lingered long enough to request word be sent
to his wife back in Ohio.

Small wonder Evelyn had no desire to be torn
to ribbons by a bear or other animal. Melissa could gripe to high
heaven, but Evelyn wasn’t about to budge until she was sure it was
safe. She shifted to the left, away from the lake, and stiffened at
the faint scrape of a stealthy tread.

“I’m tired of squatting
here,” Melissa grumbled. “I want to go back. I’m hungry, and your
mother baked all those cookies for us this morning. Let’s go have
some.” She started to rise.

“No!” Evelyn grabbed the
younger girl’s wrist and yanked her back down. “There’s someone out
there!”

“Are you sure?” Melissa
cast wide eyes at the heavy growth.

The crack of a dry twig confirmed it.
Evelyn spied a darkling shape off in the pines, prowling toward
them.

Melissa had seen it too, and was trembling
like an aspen leaf in a Chinook. “How do you know it’s not a deer
or an elk?” she whispered.

“They don’t walk on two
legs,” Evelyn responded. That much she could tell. Since everyone
else was back at the cabin, whoever was stalking them had to be a
stranger, and a stranger often spelled trouble. It might be a scout
for a hostile war party. Gripping Melissa’s hand, she said, “We’ll
have to move fast. Stay by me.”

“What do you have in
mind?” Melissa wanted to know.

Evelyn had two choices. They could loop
westward along the shore to the trail that linked the lake to her
family’s homestead, but to do so they had to pass uncomfortably
close to the figure in the trees. Or they could head for the east
end of the lake and work their way completely around.

It would take a lot longer, but it promised
to be a lot safer and that’s what counted.

Melissa dug her nails into Evelyn’s hand.
“He’s coming closer!”

The vague shape was skirting a thicket not
forty feet from where they were concealed. Evelyn had to decide,
and she had to decide quickly. She moved eastward, tugging on
Melissa when Melissa balked, her Hawken in her other hand. Only if
she had to would she resort to the rifle; it only held one shot, a
shot that would be folly to waste.

Evelyn stayed in a crouch. Every few yards
she glanced back. Apparently, the figure in the trees hadn’t
spotted them. With a little luck they'd reach a cluster of boulders
ahead and duck into them unseen.

Then Melissa sneezed. Not a tiny sneeze,
either, but a sneeze worthy of a moose or an elk.

Evelyn was dumbfounded. Hoping against hope
that the skulker hadn’t heard, she glanced toward the figure and
saw that it had pivoted in their direction. “Light a shuck!” she
directed, and gave her companion a shove.

Bleating in dismay, Melissa stumbled onto
one knee and would have pitched onto her stomach had she not thrown
both arms out to check her fall. “What did you do that for?” she
complained.

“Don’t just lie there,”
Evelyn said, slipping a hand under the other girl’s arm.
“Run!” She gave her
another push.

Melissa looked over a shoulder, spied the
shadowy shape now hurrying purposefully toward them, and bolted
like a mountain goat being stalked by a cougar. “Shoot him! Shoot
him!” she bawled.

Evelyn did no such thing. She paced the
younger girl, wishing for a clear view of their pursuer. Her pa had
taught her that she must never discharge her weapon unless she was
absolutely sure of her target. A wounded man, like a wounded beast,
could be twice as dangerous. “Better to go for a kill with your
first shot,” her father cautioned her, “than to have a riled
grizzly or an enraged hostile out for your hide.”

Melissa dashed into a gap in the boulders
and flattened against a slab of rock. The whites of her eyes were
showing and the color had drained from her face. “What are you
waiting for?” she demanded. “Do you want us to end up like my
folks?”

The reminder helped Evelyn better understand
the younger girl’s fright. It wasn’t all that long ago that
Melissa’s entire family—mother, father, and siblings—had been wiped
out in a savage clash with marauding members of the Blackfoot
Confederacy. Melissa had witnessed their final moments, and ever
since had been prone to horrible nightmares that snapped her awake,
screaming and crying, in the middle of the night.

“We don’t know who it is
yet,” Evelyn said.

“So? They’re after us,
aren’t they?” Melissa looking longingly at the Hawken. “If you
don’t have the nerve to do it, give your gun to me.”

Evelyn wasn’t about to. She doubted the
smaller girl could shoot all that well, for one thing. For another,
her parents had made it plain she was to never, ever give her rifle
to another person unless she knew and trusted them completely. And
while she liked Melissa, Evelyn couldn’t say with all honesty that
she trusted her to do what was best.

“Well?” Melissa urged. “Do
something!”

“Keep quiet,” Evelyn said
sternly, and craned her neck to the end of the slab for a look-see.
The figure was gone. She scoured the woods and the high weeds, but
it was nowhere to be seen. Either the man had run off, which was
unlikely, or he was sneaking up on them. Straightening, she scanned
the boulders and the tall trees beyond.

Melissa caught on that something was amiss.
“What is it? Where did they get to?”

“I don’t know,” Evelyn
said. As the oldest and most experienced, it was up to her to find
out. She edged past Melissa and peered past an oval boulder
pockmarked with holes the size of small coins. The wall of
undergrowth offered no clues.

“We can’t just stand
here!” Melissa said.

“Do you have a better
idea?” Evelyn countered. Since the stalker couldn’t get at them
without being spotted, they were safe enough for the moment. She
gazed out over the lake, its tranquil, shimmering surface sprinkled
with geese, ducks, and brants. To the west a slender column of
smoke rose into the afternoon air. Her mother was getting an early
start on supper. Her father, as she recollected, was shoeing his
bay in the corral. A shot in the air would bring him on the run.
But it would take a minute to reload, and whoever was in the nearby
woods might attack. Except for her bone-handled knife, she would be
defenseless.

“I don’t want to die!”
Melissa declared.

“Who does?” Personally,
Evelyn would love to live to a ripe old age and die in bed, as her
great-grandmother was supposed to have done. But odds were she
wouldn’t if she stayed on the frontier.

Melissa jabbed a finger to the north.
“There! I saw something move!”

So did Evelyn. Whether it had been their
stalker or a branch waving in the breeze was impossible to say. She
trained the Hawken on the spot, but no one appeared. Suddenly
Melissa began to cry, sniffling loudly as tears streaked her
cheeks. “Cut that out,” Evelyn said. She wouldn’t be able to hear
if the man tried to slink closer. “What in the world is the matter
with you?”

“I’m afraid.”

“That’s no excuse to
blubber like a baby,” Evelyn said in mild disgust. As her pa had
stressed over and over, the key to surviving in the wilds was to
keep calm in a crisis. Those who gave in to brain-numbing fear were
the ones who became worm food. In the belief that Melissa would be
braver if she were armed, Evelyn drew her knife and held it out,
hilt first. “Take this. Just in case.”

“In case what?” Melissa
swiped at her nose with a forearm. “You expect me to stab someone?”
She didn’t bother to reach for it. “I’m just a girl.”

“What does that have to do
with anything?” Evelyn didn’t regard being female as some sort of
handicap. Her mother was every bit as courageous and capable as her
father, and could kill when the occasion called for it. “When your
life is at stake, you do what you have to.”

Something struck the slab behind them with a
loud retort. Evelyn and Melissa both spun, and Evelyn saw a small
stone that had bounced off the slab and was rolling to a stop. The
man in the trees had thrown it! He was trying to spook them, she
deduced, and it had worked. Melissa started to quake again, worse
than before.

Evelyn shoved the knife into its sheath and
started to turn. Only then, when she heard the pad of onrushing
feet, did it occur to her that the rock had been meant to distract
them. She had made a grievous mistake. She tried to whirl in time,
but an arm looped around her waist and she was hoisted into the air
as if she weighed no more than one of her rag dolls.

Melissa screamed.

A high-pitched cackle pealed in Evelyn’s
ears, and a voice that crackled like gravel in a tin pot howled, “I
did it! I got the better of you, sprout, fair and square!” Evelyn
was swung in a circle, then deposited lightly on her feet. “Wait
until I tell your ma! It’ll teach her to always go on so about how
savvy you are!”

Anger coursed through Evelyn’s veins, anger
so potent she almost reversed her grip on the Hawken to use it as a
club and bash the prancing dervish in front of them. “Mr. Hampton!”
she exclaimed. “You shouldn’t go around scaring folks like
that!”

Ezriah Hampton paid her no heed. Laughing
merrily, he danced an energetic if ungainly jig. He was well on in
years, his hair and beard as white as driven snow, his face as
wrinkled and seamed as old leather. When he was excited, as now,
his right eye had a habit of twitching uncontrollably. His left eye
was gone, lost long ago to an Indian lance, and in its place had
grown a stitch-work ridge of scar tissue.

“My pa won’t take kindly
to what you’ve done,” Evelyn scolded.

Ezriah stopped dancing and scowled. “I never
took you for a tattletale, girl.” He put his hands on his scrawny
hips. “Did I tell on you that time you swiped a bunch of cookies
without your mother’s permission?” Standing there in his
loose-fitting purple shirt, buckskin pants, and red velvet coat, he
looked almost comical. Over the coat hung a blue cloak, the collar
trimmed with white lace. Knee-high black boots served as his
footwear.

“I didn’t swipe them,
exactly,” Evelyn replied. “Ma said I could help myself.”

“To one cookie, not four,”
Ezriah said. “She didn’t want you spoiling your meal, remember?” He
had a rifle slung across his back, and two large flintlocks tucked
under a leather belt inlaid with silver studs. In an ornate
scabbard on his right hip hung a curved sword with a fancy hilt.
His most prized possession, though, was one he never let anyone
touch: a large, finely tooled leather bag attached to his belt
behind the scabbard. “So if you tell on me, missy, I’ll squeal on
you.”

Melissa had stopped crying. Resentment
replaced her fear, and she boldly marched up to Hampton and smacked
him on the leg. “Scaring us like that was mean! If I was older I’d
thrash you.”

“What a pair of grumps,”
Ezriah said. “All I did was have a little fun. You’d think the two
of you would be grateful.” He jabbed a thumb at Melissa Braddock.
“Especially you. You’ve been sulking around with a long face for
pretty near two months.”

“Can you blame her?”
Evelyn came to the younger girl’s defense. “She lost her whole
family.”

“I lost mine a coon’s age
back,” Ezriah argued, “but you didn’t hear me whimpering and
carrying on like she’s been doing. I learned to accept it, to live
with it, just like she has to do.” He draped a hand on Melissa’s
shoulder, but she jerked aside and glowered. “Suit yourself, girl,”
he chided. “Just don’t expect a hug on those nights when the Devil
comes to haunt you.”

Evelyn stiffened, adopting the same posture
her mother did when her mother was mad. “That’s enough. If all you
came out here for is to scare and badger us, you can save yourself
the trouble.” The old-timer had a knack for getting her goat. Next
to her brother, who used to tease her mercilessly, Hampton was the
most annoying man she’d ever met.

“Now, now,” Ezriah said
good-naturedly. “Don’t work yourself into a snit. I saw you two
leave the cabin and thought you’d like some company.” He pushed his
broad-brimmed Spanish-style hat back on his head. “The truth is,
girl, I’m bored silly. Sitting around watching your pa and ma make
cow eyes at one another ain’t exactly my notion of entertainment.”
Ezriah sighed. “I can’t wait to get back to civilization. All those
years I was held captive, I hear it’s changed quite a
bit.”

Evelyn could imagine how he felt. Until
recently, Hampton had been a hostage of the Sa-gah-lee, a remote
tribe who dwelled deep in the mountains. His outlandish wardrobe
had been taken from other hostages, unfortunates with no further
need for clothes. “It won’t be long,” she commented. “Another month
or so, at the most.”

“I can’t wait.” This from
Melissa, who had dried her eyes and nose. “Uncle Orson was always
my favorite. I’m going to live on his plantation and have my own
pony and everything. He promised me in his letter.”

“I’m bound for New
Orleans,” Ezriah said. “I hear it has more taverns and bawdy houses
than most ten cities, and I aim to carouse and—”

“What’s a bawdy house?”
Melissa asked.

“Eh?” Ezriah regarded her
as if she were a creature he had never set his good eye on before.
“How’s that, child?”

“What’s a bawdy
house?”

The old man glanced at Evelyn. “Why don’t
you enlighten her?”

Evelyn had heard the
expression only once before, used by a half-drunk trapper at a
rendezvous. Her father had socked him on the jaw and told him not
to talk about such things in the presence of children. So while she
had no idea what a bawdy house was, she suspected it was one of
those adult things her parents were forever telling her she would
learn about when she was older. “How would I know? What
is a bawdy
house?”

Ezriah puffed out his cheeks like an
agitated chipmunk. “Hellfire and damnation. You’re eleven years old
and your folks ain’t told you what lips are for? My God, in my day
girls were married off by fourteen. You’re practically a
spinster.”

Evelyn was about to ask what he thought lips
were for, but Melissa spoke first.

“You shouldn’t swear all
the time, Mr. Hampton. My ma used to say swearing is the hallmark
of the feeble-minded.”

“Let me guess, child. Your
mother was a Bible-thumper who believed in living right and never
used a naughty word?” Ezriah smiled thinly. “People like her always
give me an ache in my backside. They go through life with blinders
on, like those nags that pull carriages in big cities back
east.”

Melissa’s eyes narrowed. “Did you just call
my mother a horse?”

“If the reins fit,” Ezriah
quipped.

“Mean, mean, mean,”
Melissa said, and without warning she stepped up to the old trapper
and kicked him full in the shin.

Evelyn laughed when Hampton howled like a
coyote and commenced hopping about on one foot while clasping the
other leg in pain. “It serves you right,” she said between giggles.
“It’s not nice to insult folks.”

“Shows how much you brats
know!” Ezriah sputtered, as red as a sunset. “I was explaining how
things are, is all.” Hobbling to a boulder, he leaned against it
and rubbed his hurt limb. “Calling a black bear black ain’t hardly
an insult.”

Melissa moved toward the lake. “I don’t want
to talk to you anymore,” she told him. “Not until you say you’re
sorry.”

Evelyn went with her. Runoff from a score of
pristine peaks that hemmed the valley kept the lake full
year-round, its waters crystal-clear and deep. Sinking onto a knee,
she dipped a hand in and raised it to her mouth to savor a sip when
her gaze happened to fall on an imprint in the soft soil. It was a
track, a human track left by a full-grown man. “Look at this!” she
declared, her thirst forgotten.

Melissa failed to appreciate its importance.
“Your pa has been over this way. So what? He goes hunting all the
time.”

“Pa didn’t make it,”
Evelyn said, tracing the outline with a finger. “See here?” She
tapped the heel. “This was a boot.” Her father wore moccasins
crafted by her mother. As best she could judge, the print had been
made sometime within the past couple of hours. The toes pointed
eastward, toward the mouth of a stream fed by the lake.

Ezriah limped over, still rubbing his shin.
“What’s all the fuss about?” he inquired, and leaned over Evelyn’s
shoulder. “Well, well. We’ve got a visitor. A white man, too.” He
unfurled and moved toward the stream. “Let’s track him.”

“We should go tell pa,”
Evelyn advised.

“A few minutes more won’t
hurt,” Ezriah said. “Leastwise, to give us some idea of where the
fellow went.” Evelyn hesitated. Her parents had instructed her not
to trust strangers until strangers proved themselves trustworthy,
and she had learned the hard way over the years that her folks had
a good reason. Many of the men who roamed the mountains, white and
red alike, were men of evil intent. Men motivated by wicked hearts
and violent desires, men to be shunned at all costs. “I don’t think
we should,” she objected.

“Then run on home to
Momma,” Ezriah taunted. “I’ll only be a few minutes.”

Melissa hadn’t moved either. “Why bother?”
she said. “Whoever it is, he’s probably long gone by now.”

She was wrong.

Evelyn saw the old trapper stop and glance
sharply to their left. Lifting her head to a low knoll, she beheld
four men. Hardcases, her father would call them. The kind of men
she had just been thinking about.


 


 


Two

Ezriah Hampton knew they were in danger the
moment he laid his good eye on the quartet on the knoll. He had
always had a talent for reading people, and the foursome were
trouble with the bark on. Their largely cold, humorless
expressions, their flinty, arrogant gazes, branded them as rogues
in whom decency had never taken root. To deceive them, he plastered
a smile on his puss and casually draped his right hand on the butt
of one of his smoothbore pistols. “Howdy, gents,” he crowed,
halting in midstride. “We bid you a hearty welcome.”

None of the four acknowledged his
greeting.

On the right stood a hulking bear of a brute
in grimy buckskins and a raccoon hat that had seen a lot better
days. A bushy brown beard framed a rough-hewn face weathered by
years spent out-of-doors. Like the others, he was armed to the
teeth, with a rifle, a brace of pistols, and a butcher knife.

Next was a half-breed, part Pawnee by the
looks of him. His hair had been shaved except for a spiked crest
down the center. He had angular, bony features, including a hooked
nose bigger than an eagle’s beak, and he wore a breechclout and
moccasins. Red ocher had been smeared on his chest and face. Of the
four, his features were the most inscrutable; he was a marble slate
with finely sculpted sinews.

The third man was shorter than the rest but
twice as wide. None of his bulk appeared to be fat. He was a human
wall of muscle and gristle capped by a ruddy moon face that bore
the scars of several fights—notably, a jagged knife wound that
hadn’t healed properly, leaving him deformed. His left cheek and
the corner of his mouth sagged an inch or so lower than the right
side. A wispy mustache and beard did little to alleviate his
grotesque image. His attire consisted of a faded flannel shirt and
dirty pants, a floppy black hat, and badly scuffed black boots.
Oddly, he now smirked, as if at a private joke.

On the left stood a lean willow who favored
a clean chin and clean buckskins. His guns were newer than those of
his companions. He was the youngest, not much over twenty, and of
the four of them, he was the only one who had behaved halfway
friendly and smiled at Evelyn and Melissa.

“Got wax plugging your
ears, gents?'' Ezriah said amiably, moving so he was between the
newcomers and the girls. He had to get them out of there, but they
couldn’t just turn and run. The four would easily overtake them.
“Or did the Comanches get their paws on you and rip out your
tongues?''

The bearded giant on the right finally broke
their silence. “Gabby cuss, isn’t he?” he remarked
sarcastically.

The short man’s smirk widened. “Ugly cuss,
too.”

Ezriah never liked having his affliction, as
he called it, made light of. Bristling, he snapped, “You’re a fine
one to talk, mister. Taken a gander in a mirror lately? You’re
enough to give these kids nightmares.”

The short man’s twisted mouth curled in a
crooked smile lent a sinister air by the fiery spite that flared in
his ferret eyes. “For an old cuss you’ve got a lot of nerve.”

“And a lot of weapons,”
Ezriah said, patting his pistol to stress his point.

“Was that a threat, old
man?” rumbled the man on the right.

Ezriah was about to
say, Hell,
yes!, but he held his
tongue. He had the welfare of the girls to think of. So he lied.
“Hell, no. Just an observation, is all.” Assuming a fake smile, he
gestured toward the west end of the lake. “You boys look a little
peaked to me. You must be hungry. Why don’t you come up to the King
place and give your corns a rest? Nate King doesn’t mind strangers
stopping in.” He deliberately mentioned his friend by name. King’s
reputation as a formidable frontiersman had spread far and wide,
and might deter the quartet from misbehaving. “Maybe you boys have
heard of him?”

“Nate King,” the short man
said, staring at the smoke rising above the far trees. “Who hasn’t?
They say he’s killed more grizzlies than any jasper
alive.”

“That’s the one,” Ezriah
said, grinning. His little ploy had worked. Now the foursome would
think twice before starting something.

“They also say he’s
friends with most every tribe in these parts,” the young willow
piped in. “The Shoshones, the Crows, the Flatheads, even the
Utes.”

Evelyn stepped up alongside Ezriah and
proudly declared, “That he is. My ma is Shoshone, and they adopted
my pa into the tribe.”

The short man’s eyes narrowed. “So you’re
King’s brats, are you?”

“I’m not a brat!” Evelyn
said angrily. “I’ll thank you not to call me names, mister, if you
know what’s good for you.” Ezriah put a hand on her shoulder and
gently squeezed, thinking she would take the hint and shush up. But
no such luck. The girl had a temper, and once her dander was up she
was a regular wildcat.

“My pa doesn’t like rude
people and neither do I. Who are you, and what are you doing in our
valley?”

“Just passin’ through,”
the short man said. At a nod from him, all four came down the
knoll.

Ezriah felt Evelyn stiffen. She was a bright
tyke and had realized her mistake. “Why don’t you and Melissa go
fetch your folks?” he casually suggested so the strangers wouldn’t
become suspicious.

“Hold on a second, girl,”
the short man said as Evelyn started to turn. “Before you run off,
I'd like you to answer a few questions.”

To Ezriah’s dismay, Evelyn paused. Melissa
hadn’t caught on to the fact that they were in peril and was
standing there like a stump, smiling warmly. Ezriah wanted to bean
her with a rock. He settled for motioning to her to head back, but
she was too fascinated by the newcomers to notice.

“How about if you
introduce yourselves first?” Evelyn said. “That’s the polite thing
to do.”

“Perish forbid we
shouldn’t be polite,” the big bear replied, and chortled. “I’ll do
the honors.” He touched a thick, dirty finger to his barrel chest.
“I’m Bittner. The ’breed, there, is called Haro. It’s not his full
name, which is longer than the Mississippi and as hard to say as
Greek.” Bittner nodded at the young willow. “That there is Kyle.
He’s from Maryland—”

“Tell them our life’s
story, why don’t you?” the short man curtly interrupted. “My name
is Killibrew. Yu could say I’m the leader of this bunch, in that
what I say goes.” He looked at the others to see if anyone refuted
his claim, but no one did. “Now that we’ve been all
gentlemanly-like, girl, how about you return the favor? What’s your
handle?”

Evelyn told him.

Ezriah was in a quandary. The four men were
slowly spreading out without being obvious about it. Clearly, they
intended to get around behind to keep them from leaving. But he
didn’t dare say anything to Evelyn or Melissa or the four might go
for their guns. He had to keep on smiling and pray to high heaven
he had the four pegged wrong.

Killibrew studied Evelyn intently. “We heard
tell you have an older brother who doesn’t think kindly of whites.
Did we hear correctly?”

“Zach used to be like
that,” Evelyn admitted, “but ever since he married and moved out,
he’s not as hotheaded as he used to be.”

“So he doesn’t live
hereabouts anymore?” Killibrew said. “Interestin’.” He winked at
Bittner. “It’s just your folks up at the cabin, is that
it?”

Ezriah jumped in before Evelyn could reply.
“Not quite. Several of his friends from his trapping days are
staying over. Maybe you’ve heard of them too. Shakespeare McNair,
Scott Kendall, and Simon Ward.” He saw Killibrew frown, and
inwardly giggled at his cleverness.

At that juncture Melissa stepped forward. “I
didn’t see any other people at the cabin today,” she declared.
“When we went for our walk, no one was there but Mr. and Mrs.
King.”

Killibrew’s frown curled upward. “Is that
so, girl? Only the Kings?” He pursed his lips. “Why, old-timer, it
sounds to me as if you’ve been pullin’ our leg. You wouldn’t do
that, would you?”

Ezriah tried to make light of Melissa’s
blunder. “You know how kids are. Always playing games. She saw
them. She’s just teasing.”

“I am not,” Melissa
said.

Kyle and Haro were almost past Ezriah. They
were trying to be nonchalant about what they were up to by
pretending to be interested in the woods, in the lake, in the sky,
in anything and everything except the girls and him. Ezriah’s gut
churned. Dropping a hand onto Evelyn’s and Melissa’s slim shoulder,
he said, “How about if we prove it to them? We’ll take them back so
they can see for themselves.”

Killibrew suddenly scooted forward. “Not so
fast. The oldest girl still has a few questions to answer.” The
smile he bestowed on Evelyn was as oily as castoreum. “Is it true
your pa pays a lot of visits to Bent’s Fort?”

“We go there every other
month or so for supplies and whatnot,” Evelyn said. “My ma is
partial to the trade goods. My pa likes to jaw with Mr. St. Vrain
and some of the others. Me, I like the hard candy.” Smiling
sweetly, she reached across Ezriah and clasped Melissa’s hand.
“Come on. It’s time we were going. Ma will want our help with
supper.” Ezriah had to hand it to her. They almost succeeded.
Killibrew was rooted in bafflement for a few seconds as Evelyn
pivoted and strode for home.

Kyle shot a glance at the leader, awaiting
instructions. It was the breed who quickly stepped in front of the
girls, his rifle held in the crook of an elbow, the muzzle a hand’s
width from Evelyn’s head.

“What do you think you’re
doing?” she demanded.

Haro arched a thin eyebrow at Killibrew, who
chuckled and walked up behind them. “We can’t have you rushin’ off
on us. It wouldn’t be hospitable. Our camp is over yonder”—he
jerked a thumb at the knoll—“and we’d be honored if you’d join us
for a cup of hot chocolate.”

“I don’t want any, thank
you,” Evelyn said.

Melissa, however, was like every other
child. “Hot chocolate? I’d love some, Mr. Killibrew. It’s one of my
favorites in all creation.”

Ezriah molded his right hand to the
flintlock. Four-to-one odds weren’t to his liking, but he was
determined to hold the foursome at bay until the girls made their
getaway. Then he saw Bittner, saw Bittner’s rifle centered on his
abdomen. The big man grinned and shook his bushy head. Ezriah had
no choice but to slide his hand off his pistol.

Killibrew had grasped Melissa’s arm and was
steering her toward the knoll. In her youth and innocence she
offered no resistance. “Come along. All three of you. We have
enough for everyone.”

Evelyn balked. Her Hawken was at waist
height, and for a few nerve-tingling seconds Ezriah thought she
would bring it to bear.

Haro intervened, his rifle muzzle
practically brushing Evelyn’s neck as he grasped the Hawken’s
barrel and eased it from her grasp. She glanced at Ezriah, and he
smiled encouragement. Evelyn had made the right decision. The
’breed would surely shoot her dead if she fought back, and she was
smart enough to know it.

Bittner wagged his long gun at Ezriah.
“Didn’t you hear Killibrew?” he goaded. “We’d like for you to join
us a spell.” Ezriah was mad enough to spit quartz. The young one,
Kyle, also had a rifle pointed in his direction, so there was
nothing for it but to continue smiling like an idiot and fall into
step next to Evelyn as she trudged up the incline. “Sorry,” she
whispered. “I should have acted sooner.”

“Blame Melissa if you’re
going to blame anyone,” Ezriah said. “She doesn’t have the brains
the good Lord gave a turnip.”

“She’s young yet,” Evelyn
whispered.

Until that moment Ezriah hadn’t given much
thought to the age difference between the two, but now that he did,
he had to concede that Evelyn was much more mature. He opened his
mouth to say so.

“What’s all the whispering
about?” Bittner inquired, tramping along a few feet to their rear.
“If you’ve got something to say, speak up so the rest of us can
hear.”

Ezriah muttered a few swearwords.

Approximately fifty feet into heavy timber
on the other side of the knoll was a glade. Four horses were
tethered in a string, their saddles and packs arranged around a
crackling fire. A fire so small it gave off virtually no smoke. A
battered coffeepot perched on an old tripod over the crackling
flames.

Killibrew led Melissa to a folded blanket
and bid her sit. She showed more teeth than a politician on the
stump as he rummaged in a pack and fished out a tin. “Here we go,”
he said, showing her the lettering on the top. “Chocolate, just
like I promised.”

The tin, Ezriah observed, was new. So was a
tin cup Killibrew removed from the pack next. “You’ve paid a visit
to Bent’s Fort yourselves recently, haven’t you?” he asked. Located
on the Arkansas River, the fort was the only trading post within
hundreds of miles. It wasn’t a military installation, although its
builders, brothers Charles and William Bent and their friend Ceran
St. Vrain, had the foresight to erect towers at the southeast and
northwest comers large enough to accommodate field pieces. During
the heyday of the beaver trade it had done a bustling business in
plews. Now it was a leading supply center, as well as the social
hub of the central Rockies. Mountain men went there not only for
provisions but for all the latest news on everything from doings
back in the States to the latest tribal conflicts.

“We have a long ride ahead
of us and needed to stock up,” Killibrew was saying. He dipped into
the pack once more and this time retrieved a piece of hard candy
the size of a walnut. “How would you like to suck on this while
we’re waitin’ for the hot chocolate to heat up?” he asked Melissa,
who cheerfully accepted.

“We really should be
going,” Evelyn said. “My folks will be worried if we’re not back
soon, and my pa will come check on us.”

“I doubt that very much,”
Killibrew said. “But if he does, Haro will let us know.”

Ezriah looked over his shoulder. The
half-breed had melted into the vegetation as silently as a specter.
Bittner and Kyle were at the glade’s boundary, each with a thumb on
the hammer of his rifle. “You’d better hope you’re right. Her
father won’t take kindly to what you’ve done. Nor will her mother,
for that matter.”

“To offerin’ these kids
some refreshment?” Killibrew said, and smiled thinly. “Don’t fret
yourself over Nate King. We’re not yacks. We've asked around. We
have things well in hand.”

“What is this all about?”
Ezriah bluntly asked. “What do you hope to gain?”

“We'll get to that in a
bit.” Killibrew bent over the tripod and opened the tin. “I had
just put the pot on to make coffee when we heard your voices.”
Pinching some of the ground chocolate between his thumb and
forefinger, he added enough to the water to suit his taste. He
didn’t waste a grain. Chocolate was expensive, a luxury few could
afford.

Melissa slurped away at the candy like a
piglet guzzling slop. “This is the best sweet I've ever ate, Mr.
Killibrew,” she said. “My ma wouldn’t let me have candy much. She
said it was bad for my teeth.”

“A smart gal, your
mother,” Killibrew said. “I never had one to speak of. She walked
out on me when I was seven, and I've been fendin’ for myself ever
since.”

“What about your pa?”
Melissa asked.

“He was a riverboat
gambler. Never wanted anything to do with her or me. He died in a
knife fight when I was nine.” Killibrew patted a dagger sporting an
ivory hilt, nestled on his left hip. “This was his. The only thing
of his I own.” Drawing it, he held the polished double-edged blade
so it reflected the sunlight, inches from Melissa. To Ezriah and
Evelyn he said, “Why don’t the two of you make yourselves
comfortable? Set down your hardware and pick a spot near the
fire.”

“You want me to put down
my rifle?” Evelyn said.

“Please,” Killibrew said,
casually moving the dagger nearer to Melissa’s throat. “You can’t
drink with your hands full.”

Ezriah shifted and saw Bittner and Kyle
taking steady aim, Kyle at him, Bittner at Evelyn. Any pretense at
civility had been discarded. Never for a second did he doubt they
would shoot. He might be able to drop one, but the other would
surely core him or the girl, and he couldn’t abide the idea of harm
befalling Evelyn. He’d never come right out and say so, but he’d
grown rather fond of her over the past several months.

Evelyn fingered her Hawken in indecision. A
chip off the parental block, she had her mother’s feistiness and
her father’s nerves of steel.

Ezriah wouldn’t put it past her to put a
slug in Killibrew in the belief she could drop him before Killibrew
cut Melissa. Tapping her shoulder, he nodded toward the other two
vermin. “Maybe we should do as he wants, runt.”

Defiance lit her young countenance, but
Evelyn slowly lowered the Hawken to the grass and reluctantly let
go.

“Now you and your armory,
old man,” Killibrew said, sliding behind Melissa and dipping the
tapered tip of the dagger to within a whisker of her
skin.

Ezriah’s sense of outrage climbed by leaps
and bounds. He had done his share of despicable deeds. More than
his share, some might say. But he had never stooped to threatening
children, and would no sooner harm one than he would a woman or a
kitten. Well, women, at any rate. He hated cats.

“Sometime this year would
be nice,” Killibrew said.

Ezriah slipped both flintlocks from under
his belt and deposited them on the ground. His knife was placed
beside them. Last was his rifle, and it was all he could do not to
snap it to his shoulder and shoot Killibrew dead.

“Don’t forget your
oversized pig sticker.”

The sword had been among an enormous
assortment of weaponry collected by the Sa-gah-lee over a span of
centuries. Ezriah had been dazzled by its burnished bronze hilt and
flawless curved blade. That blade now scraped against the
scabbard’s lip as he drew it out and reverently lowered it. “Keep
your greasy fingers off this or I’ll have your heads.”

Killibrew snickered in mild contempt.
“You’re a hoot, old-timer. A goat your age shouldn’t make threats
he can’t carry out. Keep it up and I’m liable to take you over my
knee.” He made as if to replace the dagger, then paused. “What’s in
that leather bag? A derringer, maybe?”

“My possibles,” Ezriah
said. Every mountain man worthy of the name carried a bag or pouch
containing odds and ends they might find useful: flints and steel
for making fires, whetstones for sharpening knives and axes,
needles for sewing, and more.

“Open it.”

Ezriah would rather have the few teeth he
had left pried from his mouth with pliers. Weapons and clothes
weren’t the only thing the Sa-gah-lee had collected. They had also
amassed an incredible amount of money, coins mostly, of various
mintage. From early Spanish and French to some minted within the
past decade. To the Sa-gah-lee they were no more than pretty
baubles. To Ezriah they had been the promise of a whole new life,
and before leaving the city of the Elders, he had crammed the
leather bag with a small fortune. It had to weigh upward of twenty
pounds, but he would sooner part with his life than give it up. He
was on the verge of refusing to let Killibrew look at it when fate
came to his aid.

Haro materialized out of the thin mountain
air and announced in clipped, accented English, “A woman yells at
the other end of the lake. The mother, calling her children.”

“I told you,” Evelyn
declared. “My pa will be out searching for us soon, and you'll have
a heap of explaining to do.”

Killibrew accepted the news with disturbing
calm. “I suspect he just might, girl. Fair enough. Bittner, you and
Kyle saddle up and throw the young ladies on your horses so we can
get the hell out of here. Haro, saddle my horse, will you, while I
watch our friends?”

The three men rushed to comply, and
Killibrew palmed a pistol and pointed it at Ezriah. “As for you,
old man, you weren’t part of the plan.”

“What plan?” Evelyn asked,
and was ignored.

Bittner bent to heft a saddle. “Shoot him as
proof we mean business. Then leave a note for the Kings.”

“What if it makes Nate
King mad?” Kyle interjected. “Remember those stories they told us
at the fort? Why not have the old man deliver our terms
instead?”

Killibrew’s brow furrowed, and for a few
moments he was deep in thought. “That’s not a bad idea, boy. No
sense in rilin’ King any more than he will be.” He winked at
Ezriah. “Guess what? You get to be our messenger, whether you want
to or not.”

The three other men hastened to the horses.
In short order they mounted and kneed the animals to the middle of
the glade, Haro leading Killibrew’s by the reins. Bittner brought
his sorrel up close to Melissa, leaned down, and forked her into
his brawny arm. She yelped and struggled to break free, but she was
vastly overmatched.

Kyle extended a hand toward Evelyn. “Now
it’s your turn, little miss,” he said pleasantly enough.

“I’d rather be shot,”
Evelyn retorted.

Killibrew swiveled his pistol toward
Melissa. “Would you rather she was shot, too? I won’t be trifled
with, girl, not with so much at stake.” He cocked the gun. “Either
you do as I damn well tell you, or so help me I’ll send her to her
Maker right here and now.”

Ezriah admired how quickly Evelyn decided,
and how bravely she permitted Kyle to swing her up behind him.
“Harm either of those kids …” he said, and left the statement
unfinished.

Killibrew backed toward his dun. His
flintlock never wavered as he gripped the pommel and forked
leather. The others headed into the trees to the northeast, but he
lingered, saying, “Tell Nate King we have his brats. Tell him that
unless he brings us four saddlebags full of gold, he’ll never set
eyes on them again.”

Amazement washed over Ezriah. “Who the hell
do you think he is? John Jacob Astor?” At one time Astor had been
the wealthiest man on the continent. “Where the hell is he supposed
to get it?”

“From his Injun friends,”
Killibrew said in all earnestness.

“You’re loco,” Ezriah
flatly responded.

Killibrew shook his head. “No. I’m canny as
a fox. You see, we overheard that St. Vrain feller mention how King
paid for the last supplies he bought with a poke full of nuggets.
So we nosed around some and learned he’s done it before. A dozen
times or better, one clerk told us.”

Ezriah was immensely skeptical, to say the
least. “If Nate had that much gold, I’d know. I’ve nosed all around
his cabin and been over every square foot of this valley.”

“Who says it has to be
anywhere nearby?” Killibrew countered. “The rumor at Bent’s Fort is
that his Injun friends showed him a stream way back in the
mountains where nuggets are thicker than ticks on a coon
dog.”

“If that were true, why
haven’t the Indians spent it themselves?”

“Some have. A while back,
a Cheyenne buck brought in a chunk of ore as big as my fist. Before
that, it was a Shoshone.” Killibrew’s moon face was a mask of raw
greed. “All that talk got my pards and me to thinkin’. We’re tired
of livin’ hand to mouth. We’d like to go back east and have a fine
mansion and carriages and servants to wait on us hand and
foot.”

“Who wouldn’t?” Ezriah
said without thinking.

“Exactly. So you tell Nate
King he has three weeks. We’ll be waitin’ for him on the Missouri
River.”

“Where,
exactly?”

Killibrew laughed. “Do you take me for a
simpleton? Directions are waitin’ for him at Bent’s Fort.” He bent
toward Ezriah. “It’s important you convince him I mean what I say,
old man. If he doesn’t bring the gold, the girls die. If he doesn’t
show on time, the girls die. If he comes after us instead of going
for the gold, the girls die. Make sure he understands.” Lashing the
reins, Killibrew wheeled his horse and galloped off.

Ezriah Hampton watched until the kidnappers
were lost from view. Then he squinted up at the sky and sighed.
“Been sleeping on the job again, I see?”


 


 


Three

The man chopping wood was
well over six feet in height, broad of shoulder and narrow at the
hip. His movements possessed a fluid pantherish quality that hinted
at enormous strength and vitality. He was stripped to the waist for
the task, and corded muscles rippled in the sunlight with each
powerful swing of the heavy ax. The chop-chop-chop of keen steel biting
into a downed sapling rang with the precision of a ticking
clock.

Nate King believed in planning ahead. It was
only early fall, but already some of the leaves were starting to
turn color and most mornings and evenings were uncomfortably chill.
When winter arrived, with its periodic snowstorms and temperatures
plummeting well below zero, he intended to have a mountain of
firewood stacked close to his cabin, enough to see his family
through to next spring.

Nate always put the welfare of his loved
ones before all else. Daily, he diligently strived to do all he
could to make their lives better and safer. There were always
chores to do, always work of some kind that needed doing. The life
of a settler was one of unending toil, the life of a mountain man
doubly so.

Hunting occupied a lot of Nate’s time.
Keeping food on the table was no simple feat, as it had been in the
early days when game in the valley was abundant. In the intervening
decades he’d slain most of the elk and deer, and those that
remained were naturally wary and consequently more difficult to
track down and shoot. Often he had to venture into neighboring
valleys or high up on adjoining slopes to find game.

Still, Nate considered the
valley a literal paradise on earth. It was his valley, his own private domain,
carved out of the wilderness at the cost of much physical labor
despite repeated and sundry threats to life and limb. Grizzlies,
marauding painters, packs of wolves, and bands of hostiles had all
menaced his paradise at one time or another, and had all been slain
or driven off.

In recent years the number of incidents had
declined. The last grizzly had visited the valley two winters
previous. Wolves hadn’t posed a problem in ages. And the Utes, who
for the longest while tried to make worm food of him, had agreed to
a truce and now left him and his in peace and quiet.

Nate enjoyed the relative tranquility. He
was pushing forty, and his favorite pastime was to sit in front of
the hearth in the evening reading one of his many books while his
wife knitted or sewed and his daughter played with one of her many
dolls. The sense of wanderlust that had brought him to the frontier
had faded with the years. He was content. He was happy. What more
could a man ask of life?

Nate never regretted his decision to leave
New York City, never regretted giving up a budding career as an
accountant to trek to the Rockies in search of adventure and
excitement. He shuddered to think he might have spent the rest of
his days chained to a desk, scribbling in ledgers from dawn until
dusk. By now he would have been hopelessly old before his time,
grossly overweight, and probably wearing spectacles.

Pausing, Nate lowered the ax and inhaled the
crisp mountain air deep into his lungs. He was caked with sweat,
and the air tingled his skin. He gazed out across his valley, at
the smoke curling from his spacious, sturdy cabin, at his corral
and the half-dozen horses milling about in it, and he smiled with
pride. Not bad for a former accountant. Not bad at all.

Nate also became aware of his wife shouting
his daughter’s name. It dawned on him that she had been calling for
some time now and there had been no answer. Scooping up his
buckskin shirt from the stump on which it lay, Nate hurriedly
shrugged into it while hastening to the corral and on around to the
front of the cabin. The front door was wide open. His wife was
across the clearing, at the head of a well-worn trail that led down
to the lake. The sight brought him up short—and brought another
smile to his face.

Bathed in a shimmering shaft of sparkling
sunlight, Winona was breathtakingly beautiful. Her flowing black
tresses, spilling past her shoulders, shone with a lustrous sheen.
And even though she had borne two children and for years endured
the travails of an arduous life, she was as enticingly slender as a
woman half her age. Her normally smooth features creased in
concern, she cupped her hands to her rose-hued lips and shouted in
Shoshone, “Blue Flower! Where are you? Answer me!”

Blue Flower was their daughter’s Shoshone
name.

Nate came up behind Winona without being
heard and startled her by gently wrapping his free arm around her
waist and nuzzling her neck. “Problems?” he said. It wasn’t
uncommon for their youngest to go traipsing off about the valley
and stay away longer than she was supposed to. Evelyn had an
independent streak a mile wide.

Winona switched to English and said in
exasperation, “She was supposed to be back half an hour ago.”

“She took her rifle,
didn’t she?” Nate had few ironclad rules, but that was one of them.
No one was to stray far without a firearm.

“Yes. They were only going
to take a short stroll along the lake. Ezriah went after them, but
he hasn’t returned.” Winona put her hands on her hips. “I swear,
husband. Sometimes I think she does this just to annoy
me.”

“You sound like my
mother,” Nate mentioned, chuckling, and received a poke in the
ribs. “If there was trouble, we’d have heard a shot,” he assured
her. Still, he was never one to take anything for granted. “I’ll go
see what’s keeping them.” Nate headed inside.

“Tell
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